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Abstract 
This study was carried out to compare the use of classifiers by children in two contexts, a 
naming task and a story-retelling task. Forty-two children aged between three and six years 
old and ten adults were included in this study. A 47 items picture-naming task and a 
story-retelling task (story-telling for adults) were carried out. Percentage accuracy by subjects 
in the two tasks were compared. It was found that children performed with similar accuracies 
between the two tasks. However, qualitative analysis of the data showed that goh substitution 
was the dominant pattern in the picture-naming task, while omission was found most often in 
the story-retelling task. It was proposed that children found it obligatory to use classifier in a 
more restricted context where numeral was present and they tended to use the default 
classifier goh for substitution. On the other hand, children could simply omit both the 
numeral and classifier in a less restricted context as story-retelling. Similar pattern was found 
in adults showing that children from a very early stage resembled the response pattern of 
adults’ use of classifiers.  
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 Classifier, a distinguished feature between Cantonese and English, has been the point of 
interest for many researchers in the field of children’s language development in Cantonese 
over the years.  
Allan (cited in Szeto, 1996, p.1) defined classifiers as ‘morphemes in surface structures 
under specifiable conditions’ and ‘having meaning, in the sense that a classifier denotes some 
salient perceived or imputed characteristics of the entity to which an associated noun refers 
(or may refer)’. According to Mak (1991) and Matthews and Yip (1994), a noun phrase 
structure can contain as many as six linguistic elements in the following order:  
demonstrative – numeral – classifier – adjective – (ge) – noun  
where ge is a linking particle (Matthews and Yip, 1994). The classifier is obligatory when a 
demonstrative or numeral is used, otherwise omitting a classifier still makes the noun phrase 
understandable.  
Of the four classifier languages described by Allan (1977), Cantonese was classified as a 
numeral classifier language. Under numeral classifiers, nominal and verbal classifiers are 
found. A further subdivision divides nominal classifiers into sortal and mensural classifiers. A 
sortal classifier ‘individuates whatever it refers to in terms of the kind of entity it is’, while a 
mensural classifier ‘individuates in term of quantity’ (Lyons, 1977, cited in Szeto, 1996).  
Major studies conducted on children on the developmental use of classifiers had been 
Chow (1999), Mak (1991) and Szeto (1998). Two more studies were carried out on children 
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with specific language impairment (SLI). They included Cheung (2002) and Stokes & So 
(1997). One study by Erbaugh (2002) examined the difference between adults’ use of 
classifiers in Cantonese and Mandarin. These would be discussed below.  
First of all, the present study focused on the use of sortal classifiers only. It was because 
previous researchers, for example, Cheung (2002), Chow (1999), Mak (1991) and Stokes & 
So (1997), had systematically reported on the development of sortal classifier so that results 
from this experiment could be compared with them. Also, mensural classifiers had been 
described by Szeto (1998) as not as restrictive and selective in application as sortal classifiers, 
and mensural classifiers could be found in non-classifier languages like English. Therefore, 
mensural classifiers were not included in this study. 
Studies by the above mentioned researchers had covered a wide age range of children. 
Mak (1991) conducted a cross-sectional study on the development of Cantonese sortal 
classifiers with 122 children between four and seven years old. Chow (1999) studied 
fifty-nine children from 2.5 to 5.5 years old in a cross-sectional study. Stokes & So (1997) 
also included in their study of children with SLI 14 normally-developing children between 
four to five years old. All of the above studies used picture-naming to collect data from 
children. Younger children were also studied, but in longitudinal style. Szeto (1998) carried 
out a longitudinal study where eight children were followed between one to four years old to 
study the emergence and early development of classifiers. This study collected spontaneous 
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language sample from children. Cheung’s (2002) study compared data in the two contexts, 
picture-naming and language sample, for children between four to six years old. It was found 
from these studies that children’s performance on the use of classifiers in picture-naming 
context had received more attention than their performance in spontaneous speech. Data of up 
to 3;08 was collected for spontaneous speech sample. Therefore, the present study filled the 
missing part of the literature that children up to six years old were included in this study and 
both picture-naming and language sample data were included.  
Developmental trend 
Mak (1991) and Szeto (1998) stated in their study that the order of acquisition of shape 
classifier was: tiu => zi, zoeng, lap => gau => faai; and that of function classifier was: boon 
=> ga => gaan, ba. Chow (2002) found similar trend of development, but different clustering 
of classifiers and she also included some of the function classifiers in the developmental trend. 
She found that zi, jeung, lap, ga formed a cluster of classifier which developed before ba and 
in turn developed before tiu and lastly gau. It was found that tiu was acquired later than 
expected. Also, Chow (2002) described the diversity of classifier use as progressed from 
mixed classifier to shape classifier (except tiu) to function classifier. Since this general 
developmental trend of different types of classifiers had not been confirmed by other studies. 
This would be the first aim of the present study. Furthermore, the acquisition of tiu would be 
look into to confirm its place in the acquisition trend  
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Stage model of development 
 It was proposed in Stokes & So’s (1997) study that shape classifiers developed 
following four stages. Stage one children did not have any idea about the use of classifier in 
classifier noun phrase, so they tended to omit classifiers. In stage two, children began to be 
aware of the grammatical need of classifiers. They would use a syntactic strategy where using 
goh or other with-in class substitution to fill the space in the noun phrase. Omission 
reappeared in stage three because children were aware of the semantic meaning of classifiers. 
In order to avoid perverted use goh substitutions, semantic strategy of omission characterized 
stage three. In stage four, children showed advanced use of classifiers where accuracy in the 
use of classifiers increased to over eighty percent correct. However, they would still use goh 
substitution when they did not know which classifier to be used. Chow (2002) confirmed this 
stage model with a group of children from 2.5 to 5.5, where children before 2.5 years old was 
in stage one, those between 2.5 and 3.5 years old in stage two, those between 4 and 4.5 in 
stage three and those over 4.5 years old in stage four. She stated that this model could be 
applied to function classifiers as well. Therefore, the second aim of the present study would 
be to confirm this stage model with both shape and function classifiers.   
Alternate classifiers 
 Matthews and Yip (1994) stated that the choice of sortal classifiers was determined by 
the shape, kind and function of the object. Others were rote learned, since there was an 
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idiosyncratic association between the object and the classifier. However, the choice of 
classifier varies on rare occasion based on different contexts, for example, cloth may be 
classified by faai (two-dimensional flat surface), tiu (one-dimensional, flexible) or pat (cloth 
from which clothes are – function) (Mak, 1991). Mak (1991) also found that when more than 
one classifier were possible to classify certain object, a choice of function classifier was 
preferred to shape classifier despite the input children received from adults. He argued that 
function has a higher ‘classificatory power’ over shape where when different choices of 
classifiers compete, function classifiers were used more often. Since only one pair of objects, 
gun and pistol, was studied in Mak’s (1991) study for alternative classifiers, more objects 
with alternate classifiers would be examined in the present study. This would be the third aim 
of the study.  
Contexts in which classifier use was studied 
It was mentioned above that data on the performance of use of classifiers had been 
collected in two contexts: picture-naming and spontaneous language sample. In previous 
studies, data had either been collected in picture-naming task (Chow, 1991; Mak, 1991; 
Stokes & So, 1997) or from spontaneous speech (Szeto, 1998). The study by Cheung (2002) 
compared data between a picture-naming task and spontaneous language sample. It was 
found in Cheung’s study (2002) that children performed better in spontaneous speech than the 
naming test. However, children were found to be using less types and tokens of classifier in 
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the language sample than the picture-naming task. Therefore, no conclusion could be made 
on the performance of children on the use of classifiers in these two contexts. Also, the study 
was conducted on children with SLI rather than on normally developing children. Therefore, 
the fourth aim of this study was to make a comparison between the performance of children 
in a picture-naming task and a language sample. However, due to the limitations mentioned 
in Cheung’s (2002) study, modification had been made in the present study in the procedure 
for collecting language sample. As mentioned by Cheung (2002), use of classifiers could not 
be controlled in the language sample. Some of the early emerging classifiers were used 
repetitively for the same object and children avoid using difficult syntactic constructions. 
This could give little insight to the use of classifiers in spontaneous speech. Therefore, 
another method was used to collect language sample. A story-retelling task was used because 
Paul (2001) stated that narrative tasks tended to be better at revealing the linguistic 
vulnerabilities in children than simpler conversational activities. Also, the experimenter could 
control the types of classifiers to be used so that patterns of substitutions could be examined. 
Also, there was one study conducted by Erbaugh (2002) on adults through a narration task. It 
was found that even adults showed generalization of goh in a narrative context and this was 
not discussed in other previous studies. Therefore, the fourth and the most important aim of 
this study was to compare the production of classifiers by normally developing children in 
both picture-naming and story-retelling contexts. It was expected that children would perform 
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similarly in both tasks since the extra requirement of processing ability in spontaneous speech 
was compensated by the reduced cognitive load on the choice of classifiers, as children knew 
the classifier from the recording. Also, the patterns of errors in story-retelling would be 
examined and the expected result was to find much goh generalization in children’s data.  
As a conclusion, the research questions of the present experiment were the following:  
1. Did performance of children in the present experiment follow the developmental trend by 
previous researchers? How was the development of tiu in the children? 
2. Did performance of children on both shape and function classifiers in the present 
experiment follow the stage model proposed by Stokes & So (1997)? 
3. How did children choose among alternate classifiers when more than one classifiers were 
possible? Would children prefer function classifiers to shape classifiers? 
4. Did children perform similarly on the use of classifier in language sample and 
picture-naming?  
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Method 
Experiment 1 
Subjects 
Participants were recruited from local kindergartens and by personal contacts. 
Forty-nine children aged 3;00 to 5;11 originally participated in this experiment. Participants 
had to satisfy the inclusion criterion of having normal language development. Normal 
language was determined by the Reynell Developmental Language Scale and the Hong Kong 
Cantonese Receptive Vocabulary Test. After the initial screening test, one child was discarded 
due to dialectal features in his speech. Another two was removed from the pool because they 
did not meet the criteria in the language tests. Four others were excluded in order to match 
the number of children in the three groups. The remaining forty-two children were divided 
into three groups: K1, K2 and K3. There were 14 children in each group. The K1, K2 and K3 
groups had mean ages of 3;05 (40.79months), 4;07 (54.85months) and 6;07 (67.29months) 
with a range of 3;00 to 3;10, 4;02 to 4;10 and 5;00 to 5;11 respectively. Details of subjects 
could be found in appendix 1.  
Materials 
1. Naming test  
The stimuli consisted of forty-seven photos depicting objects seen in daily life. Fifteen 
commonly occurring sortal classifiers were targeted, including six shape classifiers (tiu 條, ji 
枝, jeung 張, lap 粒, faai 塊, gau 舊), four function classifiers (boon 本, ba 把, ga 架, 
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gaan 間), two mixed classifiers (goh 個, zek 隻) and three other classifiers (joh 座, boh 部, 
jaan 盞). Detailed description of classifiers targeted was included in appendix 2.  
2. Story retell 
An eight-picture story was taped and presented to the children through a tape-recorder. 
Eight coloured line drawings depicting objects and people in the story were also presented to 
the children both during the playing of the tape and retelling by children.  
Procedure 
1. Naming test 
Parents completed a consent form and a questionnaire including demographic information 
and everyday language use pattern of the child. Each participant was seen individually. Three 
training items were included. As the child was presented with the photo, the examiner asked 
‘What are they?’(乜嘢嚟架?) (If the children did not use the classifier, they were prompted 
once, with ‘How many?’(有幾多?) or ‘Two/Three/Four what?’(兩/三/四乜嘢呀?).  
2. Story retell 
Each child was asked to listen to the story through a tape-recorder from the first 
experimenter. Coloured line drawings were given as visual cues during the playing of the tape. 
The child was then asked to retell the story to the second experimenter with the coloured line 
drawings as visual cues to remind the child of the content of the story. The whole section was 
recorded and was transcribed by the writer.  
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Experiment 2  
Since it was found from the results of the first experiment that there was variation in the 
use of classifiers, for example, photo could be classified by jeung or fook. Therefore, 
experiment 2 was carried out to collect data from adults so that acceptability of the colloquial 
use of certain classifiers could be evaluated.   
Subjects  
Ten adults with mean age of 46.33 years and a range of 40 years to 56 years participated 
in this experiment. They were recruited from personal contacts. They were 
Cantonese-speaking and completed secondary education in Hong Kong.  
Materials 
Materials used in the naming test and story retell of children were used for adults also.  
Procedure 
1. Naming test 
The same procedure as mentioned above for children was carried out for the adults.  
2. Story telling 
Each adult was asked to tell the story depending on the eight coloured line drawings 
described above in the story-retell section of children. Background information about the 
overall content to the story was introduced to adults first. The section was recorded.  
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Results 
Both quantitative and qualitative analyses of the results were carried out.  
Naming test 
Percentage accuracy of subjects  
The means and standard deviations for percentage accuracy of both children and adult 
subjects were given in table 1. One-way ANOVA showed that the groups were significantly 
different on the percentage accuracy of subjects (F (2, 39) = 23.75, p<0.05), with a mean of 
13.37% for K1, 46.81% for K2 and 54.56% for K3. Post-hoc comparisons showed that K1 
was significantly different from K2 and K3.  
Table 1 Means and standard deviations for percentage accuracy of children and adult subjects 
Group N Mean Std. Deviation 
K1 14 13.37 9.08 
K2 14 46.81 16.35 
K3 14 54.56 22.29 
Adults 10 83.19 3.24 
Percentage accuracy of classifiers 
The percentage accuracy of classifiers used by children of the three ascending age 
groups towards the fifteen-targeted classifiers was shown in figure 1.  
It was shown in the figure that the mixed classifier, goh, received high percentage accuracy at 
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an early age. Apart from goh, shape classifier, tiu and jeung, as well as function classifier, ga 
and ba, were used accurately relatively earlier than other classifiers. Two other function 
classifiers, boon and gaan, showed sharp increase in percentage accuracy between K1 and K2, 
but a slight regress in performance was noted between K2 and K3. The remaining classifiers, 
zek, ji, faai, lap, gau, boh, joh and jaan, showed gradual increase in the percentage accuracy, 
which meant that these classifiers were also developing with increasing age. The results 
showed that the diversity in the use of classifiers progressed from mixed classifiers, goh, to a 
mixture of shape and function classifiers, and finally most of the function classifiers.   
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Figure 1 Developmental trend of classifiers across age  
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Table 2 Means, standard deviations and test of significance between K1, K2 and K3 
* classifiers which meets statistical significance 
One-way ANOVA (as shown in table 2) showed that all the classifiers were significant 
different among the three age groups except joh and jaan. Post-hoc comparisons showed that 
 Mean Mean Mean F Sig. 
*tiu 23.21 71.43 75.00 15.668 .000 
*ji 7.14 37.50 46.43 10.874 .000 
*jeung 23.21 46.43 73.21 12.002 .000 
*lap 3.57 30.36 42.86 7.833 .001 
*gau 1.43 31.43 35.71 6.736 .003 
*faai 5.36 42.86 44.64 10.342 .000 
*boon 10.71 60.71 67.86 13.291 .000 
*ga 9.52 64.29 57.14 10.212 .000 
*gaan 25.00 57.14 75.00 11.028 .000 
*ba 19.05 52.38 61.91 5.846 .006 
*goh 67.86 96.43 89.29 4.599 .016 
*zek 14.29 41.43 44.29 5.658 .007 
joh .00 21.43 28.57 2.315 .112 
*boh 2.38 28.57 45.24 7.682 .002 
jaan .00 21.43 35.71 3.167 .053 
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classifiers tiu, ji, lap, gau, faai, boon, gaan, ba, zek and boh showed significant difference 
between K1 and K2, as well as K1 and K3. For jeung, K3 performed significantly better than 
both K1 and K2, and K1 and K2 were significantly different on the use of goh. 
Error patterns  
There were six different types of errors found in the naming test, which included 
omission, addition, goh substitution, zek substitution, within-class substitution and 
across-class substitution. Distribution of different types of errors was shown in figure 2. 
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Figure 2 Distribution of percentage accuracy across age groups in naming test 
 17
Among different types of errors, subjects in all groups showed that the dominant error 
type was overgeneralization to goh. However, overuse of goh gradually decreased across time. 
Besides, omission and addition of classifiers also decreased as in older subjects. On the other 
hand, both within- and across-class substitutions increased gradually across the age groups. 
Overgeneralization of zek remained relatively stable in the three groups.   
Alternate classifiers 
By inspecting the response patterns of adult subjects, it was found that for the objects 
‘rifle’ and ‘pistol’ (which were both named as ceung 槍 in Cantonese and could be classified 
by either ji or ba) were classified by ji and ba at relatively the same percentage of subjects 
(with ji = 55% and ba = 45%). However, the response patterns of the children subjects 
showed that they were using more of ba (86.05%) than ji (13.95%). Besides, the object 
‘photo’ (which could be classified by either jeung or fook) was classified by jeung (90%) 
rather than fook (10%) by adult subjects. However, the response pattern by children subjects 
showed that they were using more of fook (65.38%) to classify photo than jeung (34.62%).  
It was also shown from the response pattern of adult subjects that the following objects 
allowed use of alternate classifiers (brackets included the acceptable classifiers): stone (lap, 
gau, faai), meat (gau, faai, pin, gin), ship (jek, tiu, ga, sau), church (joh, gaan) and television 
(boh, ga).  
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Object effect  
It was shown in figure 3 that for shape classifiers, ji, jeung, lap, gau and faai, had 
objects which obtained especially low percentage accuracies when compared to objects 
classified by the same classifier. These objects were: rifle (7.14%) and bamboo stick (19.05%) 
for ji; photo (21.43%) for jeung; stone (2.38%) for lap; meat (16.67%) and soap (11.90%) for 
gau; and meat (4.76%) for faai. For function classifiers, no objects were found to cause 
special problem except exercise book (33.33%) for boon and scissors (30.95%) for ba. For 
mixed classifier zek, shoe (19.05%) and ship (9.52%) obtained low percentage accuracy.  
Other classifiers, including tiu, ga, gaan, goh and boh, no objects were found to be 
significantly more difficult than the others classified by the same classifier.  
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Figure 3 Distribution of error types across age groups in naming test 
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Story-retelling test 
The type-token ration of the children subjects and adult subjects were shown in table 3. 
It was shown in the results that there was a gradual increase in both the types and tokens of 
classifiers used by children subjects across age groups.  
Table 3 Type-token ration of classifiers used in story-retelling (children) and story-telling (adults) tests 
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Figure 4 Distribution of error types across age groups in story-retelling test 
Group Number of subjects (N) Type of classifiers Token of classifiers 
K1 14 7 50 
K2 14 10 107 
K3 14 10 125 
Adults 10 11 64 
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Figure 4 showed the error patterns of the four groups in the story-retelling test. Omission 
decreased across age groups, while overgeneralization goh increased slightly from K1 to K2, 
and remained at relatively similar proportion over K2 and K3. Other substitution was rare 
when compared with the results of the naming test.  
Comparison between naming test and story-retelling test 
It was found from figure 5 that children performed similarly in both naming and 
story-retelling tasks. Only in K2, performance in story-retelling test was slightly lower than 
the naming test.  
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Figure 5 Comparison between percentage accuracy in naming test and story-retelling test 
For the error patterns, when figure 2 and 4 where compared. It was found that 
overgeneralization of goh shared higher proportion of error in naming task than in 
story-retelling across all three groups. Reverse pattern was found for the error omission 
where it was found to occur more frequently in story-retelling than in naming test.  
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Discussion 
Naming test 
Percentage accuracy of subjects 
The first research question asked about the developmental trend of classifier use by 
children subjects. It was predicted that K3 would perform better than K2, and K2 would in 
turn be better than K1. From the results, K2 and K3 performed significantly better than K1, 
but no significant difference was found between K2 and K3. No significance difference was 
found between the latter two groups might be due to the fact that not enough ‘advanced’ 
classifiers (e.g. boh – function classifier for electrical appliances and transport) were included 
in the present experiment. It was shown that K3 children obtained higher percentage accuracy 
for boh (45.24%) than that of K2 children (28.57%), although the difference between the two 
groups was not statistically significant. It was suggested that more ‘advanced’ classifiers to be 
included in future study so as to distinguish the performance between K2 and K3 children.  
Percentage accuracy of classifiers 
It was revealed in the results section that K1’s performance was significantly different 
from that of K2 and K3 on most of the classifiers (See table 2). The only difference that was 
revealed between K2 and K3 was on the classifier jeung. K3 performed significantly better 
than both K1 and K2. This showed that apart from those ‘advanced’ classifiers, jeung was a 
later-developing classifier which was approximately acquired when children entered K3.  
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From the results, it was found that mixed classifier, goh, was developed before other 
classifiers. This was in line with the results from Chow (1999) that diversity of classifier use 
started from generic (mixed) classifiers. However, unlike the finding by Chow (1999) that 
mixed classifier developed before shape classifier (except tiu) and in turn before function 
classifier. The diversity of the use of classifiers did not progress from shape to function 
classifiers in this sample of children. Shape classifiers, tiu and jeung, were used correctly 
before function classifiers as well as the other shape classifiers. Then the accuracy of function 
classifiers ga, ba, boon and gaan caught up and the other shape classifiers, ji, faai, lap and 
gau, showed percentage accuracy below 50% in the oldest group. The use of ji and lap was 
slow, which was different from findings by Chow (1999), Mak (1991) and Stokes & So 
(1997). Their studies found that ji was developed rather early and lap was among the second 
cluster of classifiers developed. Both ji and lap was found to be low in percentage accuracy 
across the three groups and this was probably due to some of the objects included in these 
two classifiers. These objects included rifle for ji and stone for lap mentioned in the object 
effect part of the results section. Since these two objects allowed alternate classifiers, and if 
the two objects were removed from the calculation of percentage accuracy for the two 
classifiers, ji and lap, the new percentage accuracy increased to over 50% in K3 for both 
classifiers (57.14% for both ji and lap in K3). Therefore, the new sequence of classifier 
development would be goh => tiu, ji, jeung, lap => ga, ba, boon, gaan => zek, gau, faai, joh, 
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boh, jaan. And this sequence was yet not similar as Chow’s (2002) prediction that except tiu 
would be developed after function classifiers, other shape classifiers should be developed 
first. The present results on the other hand matched with findings from Szeto (1998) and 
Wong (1999) that function classifiers also appeared early in children’s repertoire of classifiers. 
It confirmed that mixed classifiers developed first, while shape and function classifiers 
developed together. And the later-developing shape classifiers actually were acquired after 
other function classifiers.  
Error patterns  
The second research question concerned the application of stage model of shape 
classifier development proposed by Stokes & So (1997) and Chow (1999) on both shape and 
function classifiers. This would be explained by the error patterns. Six types of errors were 
found in our sample. These six error types could be grouped into three major groups 
according to Cheung (2002). They were syntactic errors, generic (mixed) classifier 
substitutions and other substitutions.  
Syntactic errors included omission and addition of classifiers. Omission was mainly 
found in children in K1. K2 and K3 students seldom use the strategy of omission even when 
they did not know the correct classifier to be used. This contradicted the results of previous 
studies by Stokes & So (1997) and Chow (1999). They showed that three-year-old children 
use syntactic strategy in which they will fill the space instead of omitting classifiers. Also, 
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when children entered four years old, they would again omit classifiers as they were before 
two-and-a-half years old. They omit classifiers as they began to use semantic strategy in 
producing classifiers. Finally when they were older than four-and-a-half, their performance 
would begin to resemble adult patterns until they were able to use classifiers as accurately as 
adult usage. However in our sample, the use of omission was only present in K1, which was 
the 3;00 to 3;08 group. There was no increase in the use of omission between the age of 4 to 
4.5. This might show that children were quick in their transition from the use syntactic to 
semantic strategy and the transition period went unnoticed in this sample, so no increase of 
omission was found in this sample of children. This showed that children in our sample 
confirmed the pattern described in the stage model in the development of both shape and 
function classifiers (Chow, 1999) since no observable difference was found in the pattern of 
omission between shape and function classifiers.  
The second type of syntactic error was addition. The literature revealed that children 
seldom use double classifier construction (Szeto, 1996). However, it was found from this 
sample that subject 4, 6, 7 and 8 showed double classifier construction in which the first 
classifier was the mixed classifier goh and the second one was the correct classifier (e.g. 
saam goh ba je three umbrellas). This pattern was discussed in Szeto (1996) and it might be 
showing a transition from the overgeneralization of goh to the correct choice of classifier.  
For overgeneralization of mixed classifiers, two classifiers, goh and zek, were found to 
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be overgeneralized by children. As discussed by the previous studies (Cheung, 2002; Chow, 
1999; Mak, 1991; Stokes & So, 1997; Szeto, 1998), children used goh as a default classifier 
and overgeneralized goh when they did not know the correct classifier. This was also shown 
in the present project that goh substitution was the major type of error used by children. It 
accounted for over 50% of the errors in all three groups of children. There was a gradual 
decrease in the proportion of goh overgeneralization over the three groups. This also followed 
the conclusion made by previous studies that overgeneralization of goh decrease as children 
began to master the correct use of individual classifiers.  
Zek overgeneralization was also found in individual subjects in this sample. Subject 1 
use zek as default classifier, where subject 19 and 41 used both zek and goh as default. It 
could be concluded that both goh and zek were used by children as default classifiers, which 
confirmed the prediction by Stokes & So (1997) that both goh and zek could act as default.  
An interesting finding was found in the error pattern of one object, shoe. Shoe was 
originally classified by adults by the mixed classifier zek (100% accuracy in adult subjects). It 
was found from the results that three types of response were found for the object shoe (There 
were three shoes in the picture). They were correct response (zek), goh substitution and dui (a 
pair) substitution. Children used correct response, goh substitution and dui substitution at the 
percentage of 19.05%, 38.10% and 42.86% respectively. It was found that nearly half of the 
responses were dui substitution. This error pattern of dui could be predicted by the findings 
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from Szeto (1996) where dui was among the first classifiers that appeared in children’s 
spontaneous speech. Children’s use of dui was probably due to the fact that shoes usually 
appeared in pairs. Therefore, children would be unaware of the correct classifier zek for shoes. 
This showed that children’s use of classifiers was greatly affected from inputs they heard 
from parents in daily lives.  
Alternate classifiers 
The third research question concerned the choice of alternate classifiers. Mak (1991) 
proposed that children tended to use function as base for choosing classifier over shape, 
regardless of which one the children was hearing more from parents. This was confirmed in 
this experiment that children were using function as the base for classification more than by 
shape. From the results, children tended to use function classifiers ba and fook to classify gun 
and photo respectively, while the results from adults showed that they tended to use similar 
proportion of ji (55%) and ba (45%) and more jeung (90%) than fook (10%). This showed 
that children prefer function over shape for classification and probably disregard of the input 
from adults in daily lives.  
Object effect 
 Results showed that subjects performed poorly on the objects rifle, bamboo, photo, stone, 
meat and soap. The low percentage accuracy of rifle (7.14%) and photo (21.34%) were 
explained in the previous paragraph. The remaining low percentage accuracy object classified 
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by shape classifiers, stone (2.38%), meat (16.67%), soap (11.90%) and meat (4.76%) could 
be accounted for by presentation of the photos. It was found from results of adult subjects 
that classifier choice was variable for these objects. Even adults obtained low percentage 
accuracy on these objects and other classifiers were found to be also correct for these objects. 
They included: gau, faai, lap for stone; faai, gin, gau for meat; and faai, gin, gau for soap. 
This alternative use of classifiers was probably due to the nature that it was difficult to show 
3D features like size and thickness in 2D photos. Therefore, it was suggested that real objects 
be used in future research in this area.   
Story-retelling test 
The fourth research questions concerned the comparison between performance of 
children in picture-naming and language sample. As predicted by previous study (Szeto, 
1998), the diversity and quantity of classifiers used by children increased with age. Although 
children in these two studies age from only 1;05 to 3;08, the present experiment covered the 
children older than 3;08 (which were children in K2 and K3 groups). It was shown that 
children’s repertoire and quantity of classifier usage continued to increase across age, but the 
progress somehow slowed down when comparing to the first three years of life.  
For error patterns, only goh overgeneralization, omission and other substitution was 
found in the story-retelling test. Omission of classifiers accounted for over half of the errors 
in all three groups. This might be because classifier use was not obligatory in all conditions in 
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connected speech. As described in Erbaugh’s (2002) study, 38% of nouns produced by her 
subjects in telling the ‘Pear story’ appeared without a classifier. A bare noun would also be 
correct in the story context when numeral or determiner were not present before the noun. 
Therefore, children regarded omission of classifier as acceptable performance since omission 
of classifiers was also found to be the major error types in adult subjects. Also, addition of 
classifiers was not found in this test. This might again be due to the fact that classifiers were 
not obligatory under some contexts. Therefore, children might avoid more complex syntactic 
constructions and turned to simpler noun phrase with bare head noun only, where double 
classifier construction would not appear.  
Comparison between naming test and story-retelling test 
It was predicted in the introduction section that performance of subjects in 
picture-naming and story-retelling contexts would be similar because the extra requirement of 
processing ability employed in spontaneous speech was compensated by the reduced 
cognitive load on the choice of classifiers as children was retelling story told. It was found 
from the results of this experiment that children performed with similar percentage accuracy 
(See figure 5) in both tests. Children performed only slightly better in naming test than 
story-retelling in K2.  
Therefore, the results of this experiment showed that when the load on processing ability 
was relatively similar in both naming and connected speech contexts, children’s performance 
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on the use of classifier would be similar in both contexts.  
Limitations 
As mentioned in the results section, some of the objects chosen could be classified by 
different classifiers, thus possibly reflecting different salient features. It was suggested that 
objects should be considered carefully in order to make sure that only one classifier is 
possible. A further precaution would be to conduct a pilot test with adults first so as to 
observe the colloquial use of classifiers by the population.  
Also, using pictures to present the stimuli might be a problem because it was difficult to 
show 3D concepts like size and flatness in a picture. It was suggested to use real objects 
instead of photos as stimuli. Or if photos were to be used, non-disturbing background which 
could reflect the size or flatness of objects be included in the photo.  
Another major limitation of the present experiment was the small number of subjects 
included. Since the sample size was small, the results of this experiment were far from 
adequate to be able to generalize to all Cantonese-speaking children. It was suggested that a 
larger sample of children be recruited for cross-sectional study or a large-scale longitudinal 
research be carried out on larger number of children.  
Further research 
Since only the performance of children on story-retell was reported, children’s 
spontaneous use of classifiers in connected speech in a controlled context was not 
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investigated. Therefore, it is suggested that data can be collected on the children’s production 
of story. This can then be compared with children’s performance on story-retelling task as 
well as highly controlled naming task to evaluate children’s use of classifier in the most 
natural context.  
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Note 
1. The Cantonese romanization in this paper follows the Yale system without tone markings. 
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Appendix 1 
Table A1 Background information of subjects in the experiment 
    Reynell  
Group Sub Age Sex Re Exp HKCRVT 
1 1 3;00 F 2;09 3;08-3;09 2;08 
1 2 3;01 M 3;03 3;05 3;05 
1 3 3;01 M 2;07 2;08 2;07 
1 4 3;02 F 3;07 3;07 3;06 
1 5 3;02 F 4;00 4;00-4;01 3;10 
1 6 3;04 F 3;04 3;04 2;06 
1 7 3;04 F 5;04-5;06 4;11-5;01 3;02 
1 8 3;07 M 3;01 3;03 3;01 
1 9 3;07 F 3;10-3;11 3;04 5;00-5;01 
1 10 3;07 M 4;05-4;06 4;05-4;06 4;07-4;08 
1 11 3;08 M 4;02-4;03 2;06 2;11 
1 12 3;08 M 4;11-5;00 3;08-3;09 3;03 
1 13 3;08 F 3;10-3;11 3;06 3;08-3;09 
1 14 3;08 F 3;10-3;11 3;11 3;04 
2 15 4;02 F 3;09 4;07-4;08 3;01 
2 16 4;02 F 5;01-5;03 5;05-5;09 4;09-4;11 
2 17 4;03 M 4;00 4;05-4;06 4;00 
2 18 4;05 M 5;04-5;06 3;06 3;08 
2 19 4;05 M 4;11-5;00 4;05-4;06 5;02-5;03 
2 20 4;07 F 4;00 5;10-6;02 4;04-4;06 
2 21 4;08 M 5;11-6;02 5;02-5;04 5;06-5;08 
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    Reynell  
Group Sub Age Sex Re Exp HKCRVT 
2 22 4;08 F 4;09-4;10 4;05-4;06 5;06-5;08 
2 23 4;08 F 4;04 5;10-6;02 4;01-4;03 
2 24 4;09 M 4;05-4;06 3;11 4;00 
2 25 4;09 F 4;11-5;00 4;05-4;06 4;07-4;08 
2 26 4;10 M 5;07-5;10 5;02-5;04 5;04-5;05 
2 27 4;10 F 4;05-4;06 4;09-4;10 5;00-5;01 
2 28 4;10 F 4;09-4;10 4;11-5;01 4;01-4;03 
3 29 5;00 F 4;11-5;00 6;07-6;09 4;07-4;08 
3 30 5;04 M 4;09-4;10 6;03-6;06 4;01-4;03 
3 31 5;04 F 4;11-4;10 4;04 5;04-5;05 
3 32 5;04 F 4;05-4;06 4;07-4;08 3;11 
3 33 5;05 M 4;11-5;00 4;05-4;06 5;02-5;03 
3 34 5;05 F 4;07-4;08 4;00-4;01 5;02-5;03 
3 35 5;08 M 5;11-6;02 6;03-6;06 5;09-5;10 
3 36 5;09 M 5;04-5;06 4;11-5;01 >6;01 
3 37 5;10 M >=7;00 6;03-6;06 5;04-5;05 
3 38 5;10 M 5;11-6;02 6;03-6;06 5;02-5;03 
3 39 5;10 M 5;07-5;10 >=7;00 3;09 
3 40 5;11 M 5;11-6;02 3;10 5;06-5;08 
3 41 5;11 F 5;04-5;06 6;03-6;06 4;07-4;08 
3 42 5;11 M 6;03-6;06 4;02-4;03 5;11-6;00 
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Appendix 2 
Table A2 Classifier stimuli used in this project 
tiu  +long +flexible 
ji +long –flexible 
jeung +flat +flexible 
faai +flat –flexible 
lap +roundish +small 
Shape classifiers 
gau +roundish +lumpy 
boon like a book 
ga transport/electrical 
gaan  for houses and buildings 
ba with a handle 
boh transport/electrical 
Function classifiers 
joh large building 
jek animacy, round object, singleton 
Mixed classifiers 
goh used as a default by adults 
Specific classifiers jaan lamp 
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Appendix 3 
Table A3 List of classifiers and objects used 
條 魚 褲 毛巾 繩  
枝 蠟燭 筆 槍 2 竹  
張 床 紙 相 枱  
粒 糖 星 石 1 豆  
舊 擦膠 雲 石 2 肉 1 番梘 
塊 葉 鏡 木板 肉 2  
本 書 簿    
架 飛機 小巴 單車   
間 房 屋    
把 較剪 遮 槍 1   
個 電話 波    
隻 鞋 手 狗 杯 船 
座 教堂     
部 電視 電梯 電腦   
盞 燈     
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Appendix 4 
Script for story-retelling 
 小明同小敏下星期要去外國旅行, 今個禮拜佢地好忙呀! 
 1. 星期一, 佢地同爸爸、媽媽去百貨公司買野. 間百貨公司門口有兩條好長既扶手
電梯, 仲有一盞好靚既水晶燈. 小明同小敏睇到眼定定.  
2. 入咗去之後, 爸爸就去男裝部買咗一件西裝同埋一條西褲.  
 3. 小明就去咗玩具部, 買咗部遊戲機, 準備搭飛機嗰時玩.  
 4. 而小敏就企喺一疊故事書前面, 揀咗一本故事書.  
 5. 然後, 佢地一起去買咗一個好大個既皮喼, 用黎裝住佢地 d 行李.  
 6. 第二日, 小明同小敏跟住爸爸去買遊樂場飛, 因為佢地旅行既時候會去遊樂場. 
佢地一共買咗兩張大人, 兩張小朋友飛. 
 7. 出發前一日, 小明同小敏留喺屋企幫媽咪執行李. 佢地將所有野放晒落個皮喼
度.  
 8. 終於出發囉! 你睇吓佢地坐嗰架飛機, 仲飛埋去舊雲同條彩虹度喎! 
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Appendix 5 
參與兒童言語發展之研究同意書 
 
敬啓者: 
本人為香港大學教育學院言語及聽覺科學部四年級學生。 現正進行一項有關語
兒童的語言發展研究, 作為本人之畢業論文課題。  
 貴子弟將會參與兩節約三十分鐘的測試。 測試過程會被錄音, 以作日後詳細分
析之用。資料將會保密, 只供本研究之用。 整個過程將會在幼稚園進行。 本人亦樂意
與   貴家長分享是次研究結果。 
如有任何有關是項研究的查詢, 請致電: 95068191, 本人樂於解答所有問題。 
倘蒙   俞允, 不勝感激。  
 此致 
貴家長 
香港大學言語及聽覺科學部 
四年級學生 
徐穎儀    謹啓 
 
 
回條 
 
本人 _________________________ 同意/不同意讓子女 ________________ 參
與上述研究. 本人明白整個過程會被錄音,作為事後的詳細分析之用, 所得資料亦將予
以保密。  
 此覆 
香港大學言語及聽覺科學部 
四年級學生    徐穎儀 
 
家長簽署: ______________________ 
 
家長姓名: ______________________ 
 
日期: ______________________ 
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Appendix 6 
有關兒童語言背景之問卷調查 
1. 兒童資料:  
b) 姓名: ________________ 
c) 出生日期: _______________ 
d) 班別: _______________ 
e) 出生地 (城市): ______________ 
 2. 家長/監護人資料:  
a) 姓名: _________________ 
b) 與兒童之關係: ________________ 
3. a) 以下人物主要以何種語言/方言與兒童溝通: (請在正確的空格填上 ‘9’ 號, 可選擇
多於一項) 
 廣州話 普通話 英語 其他語言/方言 (請註明) 不適用 是否母語? 
i) 父親       
ii) 母親       
iii) 祖父母 (如同住)       
iv) 兄弟姊妹       
v) 傭人/照顧兒童的人       
vi) 其他 (請註明): 
______________ 
      
b) 每日用於與兒童溝通的時間: (請在正確的空格填上 ‘9’ 號, 可選擇多於一項) 
 少於 3 小時 3-5 小時 多於 5 小時 不適用 
i) 父親     
ii) 母親     
iii) 祖父母 (同住)     
iv) 兄弟姊妹     
v) 傭人/照顧兒童的人     
vi) 其他 (請註明): 
______________ 
    
4.  a) 兒童主要運用下列哪種語言與其他人溝通: 
 廣州話 普通話 英語 其他 (請註明) 不適用 
i) 父親      
ii) 母親      
iii) 祖父母 (同住)      
iv) 兄弟姊妹      
v) 傭人/照顧兒童的人      
vi) 其他 (請註明): 
______________ 
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